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Plant Enhancement Activity – PLT11 - Conifer Crop Tree Release
 

Enhancement Description 
Conifer Crop Tree Release (CCTR) is a 
silvicultural technique used to enhance the growth, 
health and productivity of individual trees, while 
improving other resources such as wildlife habitat, 
recreation, timber value, and aesthetics. 
 

Land Use Applicability 
Forestland 
 

Benefits 
Conifer Crop Tree Release is a practice that 
releases desirable crop trees by selectively cutting 
or killing less desirable, unmarketable and/or 
younger competing trees in overstocked forests.  

Additional benefits include an increase in ground cover, forage production, reduced wildfire hazard, 
improve ecological balance and wildlife habitat diversity at ground and canopy levels.  This 
enhancement focuses on improvements in conifer forest. Identification of crop trees is based on 
selecting trees with good future growth potential. This includes cropped species, with good form 
(straightness) and grade (lack of defects). Crop tree crowns should be in the upper level of the forest 
canopy, and not suppressed by other tree crowns. Availability of sunlight is often the most limiting 
factor for tree growth. When crowns of adjacent trees touch each other, growth rate is reduced. 
Cutting for harvest or killing unwanted trees whose crowns are touching the crown of crop trees 
provides space for crown expansion.
 
Criteria  

1. The CCTR enhancement is applied to:  
a. Young stands (trees that are too small for market) with average stand size 

diameters ranging from 4 to 8 inches (measured at 4.5 feet above the ground), 
stands too distant to markets 

b. Mature stands of trees with an overstocked understory.   
2. Development of a CTR plan that: 

a. Prioritizes the most productive forest sites (e.g., site classes I-III) first and lower 
productive sites (e.g., site class IV and below) second 

b. Identifies the number of crop trees to be retained based upon site productivity and 
the corresponding spacing guide developed within each state for the existing tree 
specie.   

c. If more than one tree species are present, base spacing upon the most abundant 
tree specie.  Suitable species will vary by state or region of the country.   

d. Incorporates the landowner’s objectives for the forest  
e. Where possible, retain a mixture of tree species to reduce the potential of an 

epidemic event (e.g. insect outbreak) that may kill some/all trees. 
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3. Conifer crop tree release is achieved by: 
a. Identifying and marking crop trees from those trees to be removed.  Selection is 

based on the impact of crowns touching the crop tree’s crown on three or four 
sides 

b. Marked trees will be cut for harvest or killed using approved methods within in 
the state 

c. Trees that are below the crown of the crop tree or in-between and are not affecting 
the crown will be left to provide protection from wind damage, epicormic 
branching (unwanted branching on the lower bole), provide diversity for wildlife 
habitat, and are the next generation of commercial trees. 

d. All dead or almost dead trees (snags) shall be left standing (maximum of 4 per 
acre) to provide wildlife habitat, except were snags are a safety hazard (within 
100 ft of any building, power line, road, etc.) 

e. Where pockets of dead trees occur most may be removed, except the 4 largest 
trees or large trees, >12” dbh and in wood decay classes 2-5 (see below), known 
as ‘hard snags’. Leave large downed dead wood on the forest floor to benefit 
wildlife and for nutrient recycling and improved soil quality.   

 

 
Snag and down wood decay classification system (Maser et al. 1979) 

 
4. Created slash (left over tree tops and/or downed small trees) left on the forest floor shall 

comply with state forest laws or Best Management Practices (BMP’s).   
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Documentation Requirements 

1. Identify the objectives for the treatment, i.e. what trees will be retained for crop trees, how 
many trees per acre will be left, snags maintained/created.   

2. Brief written documentation detailing the pre-treatment conditions and post- treatment 
conditions.  

3. Representative digital images/photos of the area showing before and after treatment 
conditions, including snag retention.  



  

           

 
Oregon NRCS Enhancement Activity         Page 1 of 2       May 28, 2010 

 

PLANT MANAGEMENT AND WILDLIFE ENHANCEMENT ACTIVITY 

PLT 11 – OR   Conifer Crop Tree Release 

 
Enhancement Description: Crop Tree Release (CTR) is a silvicultural technique used to 
enhance the health and productivity of individual tress as well as entire plantations.  This activity 
is particularly important if the desired species is shade intolerant.  Secondary benefits of this 
enhancement include improving other resources such as wildlife habitat, recreation, timber value 
and aesthetics.   
 
Notes:  Refer to Practices 595- Pest Management and 666 Forest Stand Improvement 
 
Task:   Identify target species for CRT. 
 
Oregon supplemental information:   
 
1. The CTR enhancement is applied to: 

a. Young precommercial stands with average stand diameter of less than 8” DBH (DBH is 
an old forestry term meaning “diameter at breast height”.  For our purposes this is 
diameter at 4.5 feet above the ground on the uphill side). 

b. Follow National Jobsheet  
 

2. Development of a CTR Plan that:  
a. See National Jobsheet. 
b. Identifies the number of crop trees to be retained based on Washington Forestry 

Technical Note 10 (FTN10).  (See Washington e-FOTG section I) 
c. See National Jobsheet. 

C1. Identify and select targeted species as determined that have high market value and 
provide     wildlife habitat.  For the Westside of Oregon state the target species Douglas 
fir, Western hemlock, Western redcedar, Western white pine, Pacific silver fir and Sitka 
spruce.  For the Eastside, Ponderosa pine, Western larch, Douglas fir, Western white 
pine, Grand fir/White fir, Western redcedar and Englemann spruce.  Other species will 
need to be approved by NRCS.   

d. Incorporates the landowner’s objectives for the forest.   
e. See National Jobsheet.  Monocultures potentially could have marketing advantages and 

reduced sorting costs either on the landing or at the log yard.  However, it has increased 
risk with regard to the plantation as an asset or investment.  The plantation is at higher 
risk of loss due to damage or mortality by pests, weather or fire.  Normally, at least some 
level of species diversity is recommended. 
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3. Crop tree release is accomplished by: 

a. Identifying crop trees from those trees and other competing vegetation to be removed.  
Crop trees will be the tallest, have the largest bole, straightest bole, fullest crown and 
longest crown, with the least evidence of damage, defect, insect or disease.  See National 
Jobsheet.   

b. Competing trees and vegetation will be cut or killed using any combination of chemical, 
mechanical and/or manual methods.  

c. Trees that are below the crown of the crop tree or who’s height is no taller than the lower 
third of the crown for the crop trees and are not significantly competing with the crop 
trees, will be left to provide protection from wind damage, epicomic branching and 
maintain diversity for wildlife habitat.  See National Jobsheet.  

d. See National Jobsheet. 
e. See National Jobsheet. 

 
4. See National Jobsheet. 
 
 
References:   
 
NRCS Washington, e-FOTG, Section 1: Forestry Technical Note 10: Forest Stand Density Guide 
 
USDA Plants Database:  http://www.plants.usda.gov/  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


